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THE LAYMAN'S OBLIGATION TO PERFECTION 


Catholic thought of today shows increased tterests in the pie 
cise nature of the layman's obligation fo perfection’ and specuia- 
tion on this subject has not been without divervent teailenvies. On 
the one hand, moral theologiaus, legitimately craeernesd to preserve 
liberty where liberty exists, bave reiterated the tratli vii subsian- 
tral groweh in holiness is continuous, b only the set preserves the 
slate of grace. Ou the other hand, certain pabliecaiicns have sa im: 
sided ou the Divine invitation io sanctity, spon functional hex 
ness, Upou dt cealous opposition to secularise age) oalucalpsu, that 
an incantions teader of these publicanous oaighe conetude that the 
counsels are af obligation for all. 

Pope Pius X71 gave impetus to this tucreased mteresi by hts 
encyclical an St, Francis cle Sates, in which he cleclired its co 
viction that the holy Bishopr seemed to have been raised up by 
Gord to hear witness to the truth that holiness is for all Christians. 
tte further stated that it was among his dearest wishes that the 
faithtul should have recalled to them “the duty of each one to 
culttvate his own holiness.”? Pope Pius X72 again expressed the 
truth that holiness of fite is not a singular gift concede] fo aly a 
few brit rather the “common destitryy and common daity” vf all." 
In praising the life and writings of the Bishop of Gancva, he warns 
against “that opition already old in his thne, and sull ahve, that 
holiness worthy of the name, such as the Cathohe Church picposes, 
etther cannot be achieved by most of the faithful or deneurds such 
arduous efforts that it is to be left tu the few who Croc lias gifted 
with Jugh ane lofty souls.”* fhe Holy Father further conden: 
the opinion that such holiness implies so wearyinig a labor that 1% 1s 
stnply not suitable for those outsice the eleister. Sr. Francis de 
Sates has himself shown to all the sane way of Christian periechion 
and holiness that he personally travelled. 


‘Phese Hines of Pris XL in Acres onli proposed netting Une 


i'The essence of pericetion cormsists in love of God." A. Yanqnerey, 3.5, 
The Spiritual Life. n. 320. 

“f.45, RY (1923), 39. 

$ fhid., w. 59. 
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was entirely new om the Church's teaching om the sebsect, but 
merely emphasized more clearly what it back been her leaching for 
centuries, In 816 the Couneii of Aix-la-Chapile bad renuked 
those whe fell (hat the narrow path of ndiness was suited only to 
the quiet tread of monks and obligatory on thes alone.” Cuthetie 
theologians, leaning upon the unvarying exhurtations of Serypture 
and the traditional interpretatisias of the Fathers, tial alwares 
tanght some Gbligation on the part ot the ordinary Christian to 
seek perfection, Only by stubbertly resisting the evilence ot clesr 
aad open Seripture coukd they have riled io da se. 

Our Lord Himself hack invited This tcllrwers to “be perfect as 
your heavenly father is perfect” {dfur. Ac4S). St. Vand is un: 
remitting ta urging lis folowers 1a be “perlect.? She coneliustcn 
of his Secand Letter to the Cornithians encourages Cre Cormehinus 
to be perfected. te he coinforted and to ie ot the same and, at 
peace, that the God of peace ant tuve may dwell wile then (ff Cor. 
13:11). Paul presses upon the Christian a prenecnpation with 
every virtue, that he may grow t holiness hy consideration of these 
itings. “Whatever things are true, whatever humble, whatever 
lovable, whatever of good repute, if there be any virtue, rf anything 
worthy of praise, chink on these things” (/#il. 4:8). For the body 
of Christians is the bady of Clirist ant must be kept pure and 
undefiled in God's sight. “Naw He has reconciled you in His bady 
of flesh through Fis death to present you holy and undefiled and 
irreproachable before Him” (Cof. 1:22-24). Paul’s constant prayer 
is that the faithful may know more fully God’s wil! and live that 
will more completely. “This is why we have been praying for yor 
unceasingly and asking that you may be fAlled with knowledge 
of Elis wall in all spiritual yision and understanding” (Cef 1:9). 
The writings of St. Paul repeatedly refer to the early (christians 
as “saints,” as those called to be saints, and St. Paul's exhorta- 
tions evidence a longing that this sanctity be whole, complete, in- 
volving a dedication to perfection.® 


*"% non slum mionachis et clericis, verem ctiart onuibus qui clivistiano 
modo ceuscntur vocabulo. per huunc arciam vt woestim inttandiuee esse 
yiam.”” Cited in J. Fhe Guibert, S.J, (ett d, Arcumtenta ecelesashieou ehrts- 
tinue perfectlonis studiuin spectautka (Rome: Gregernia Liniversizy Press, 


193i), un. it?, 
6 fon. 1:7; £ Cor. 1:2; ff Cor, 1:4; Fgh. 1:7. 


286 THE AMERICAN ECCLESIASTICAL REVIEW 


That the frequent exbertaions to holiness ai the Seriptures im- 
ply more than a mere tvviteten is clear from Meveluvion ilsell, 
We are contmanded to love God with all our heart, ef! our soul and 
all our mind (eur. 6:5; AMatt, 23:27). Vhat charity. ia which 


perfection consists, fs therefure urged upon us will re 


or limit, a5 an xleal towards which we imist cunsbuithy strive 
The very freqnency and insistence of Seriptural adaisuiuttions to 
seek perfection forbid us to interpret them as mere cunnaels. Thus 
St. Paid categorically states: ‘This is the will of Gul, sour siny- 
tification.’ ’* Gad'’s wil impeses upon as the obugatiod al a genuine 
effort to tulhiflit, St, Peter, in hts exhortations, speaks in the same 
terms as the Apostle of the Gentiles. “Tut as the gee who has 
called you is Holy, be ve also holy ia all your belaviur: for tt i 
written, “Ye shall be holy because Tam Holy’ ” (/ Pre. 2218-16). 
St. Peter stresses increasing growth for the Cliristian, ever 
increastg Knowledge und deve of Our Ford Jesus Christ. The 
Christians should crave, as new-born babies, pare spiritual wails, 


that they may grow to perfection (/ Pet, 2:2; £2 ef, 3:18). 


St. Thonias Aquinas, interpreting the data nf Scripture, and 
taking into account the constant teaching of the Fathers, expostd 
in clear-cut Scholastic terminology the trutl: which these sources 
embodied. St. Thomas begins with the truth that the cic! of every 


commandment is charity (7 Tas. 1:5). But when there is question 
of an end, we do wot seek for a measure to decide hoy nie) af 
the end we will have. It is true that we measure rhe meas lo ihe 
end, hut thts 1s merely to insure that they wifl be adapted to, pro- 
portionate to the end so that we may attatn the end in its fulness. 
We cannot have too niuch of ay end like health; therefore we do 
not measure health, but rather the means to it: the medicine, the 
exercise, the food. Nor should we ever say: “So auch clurity ts 
enough; the rest :s§ merely a matter of counsel”; for chartty, in 
whiel perfection consists, 1s an end in itself, Ji is ta Fact ile end 


* Sum. theol, W-T), q. 284, 2. 3. 
BR? Thess. 4:3; cf. 7 PRess, 3:13, Ch J. M. ¥osté. OB. Conrarenfarins ta 


episiuias ad Phessalonicenses (Rome and Parts, 1017), p. 117: “Sanctificatio 
vestva: @yiarxas . .. distinguitur ab aytdrys, Quac est abstracta cruilitas 
sanctitatis, ab ay uaivy, quaé est sanctimenia seu sarietitalts status | aysarraces 
est inter utrum@ur, ut vig ad statum; est sei, provt in Ve. optime vertifur. 


sanctificatio activa, quam, velente et adjnuvante Leo. semper prusecpue 


debemus.” 
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of all precepts and counsels, “Whe love ut Ged is nor a ting to he 


measured out, in terms of yreater ail Jess; i ts rather an ileal, 
which does not admit of excess, Inte which ia tu be approached 
more and more closely,? 

Thej obligation to perfect charity may seem an alist anys sible 
burden at first glance, but as St. Plesnias expiains i, this is mm 
ttue. The perfection of charity falls uncer the precept to jaye Goat 
nut as|the vratter of the precept, but as the cad" Listherwords 
we must always strive towards perfect charity as tuwards eur end, 
but we have not Failed to obey tue precept iF our charity ts nat per- 
fect. In discussing this question of the usitrer of the precept oe. 
Thomas puints out that the substance of the conunandiren ts ob 
served if nothing ts loved nore than fii, uo the fowest necessary 
degree of charity is kept. if charity ilself is kept througt the 
avoidance of mortal sin, He who avoids cisclal siti has hept the 
essence Of the precept of charity and possesses essential perfection, 
His charity will gain him an eternal reward if he perseveres in 
that state, for his charity dias fulfilled the lowest deniands necessary 
to attain heatitude. His perfection is essential, incipient pertectinn. 
Only secondarily does Christian perfection consist it observing 
the courisels which are most apt means to perfection. art at this 
point we must distinguish between the spirit of the counsels and 
the exterior acts which are act once a meats of cultivating this 
spirit and a manifestalion of it. The Beatittude represents the high» 
peak of the spirit of the counsels; anc! the Christian ts obhged to 
cultivate poverty of spirit, meekness, huinger and thirst atter justice, 
and all the other interior atiitudes described by the Beatitudes. He 
is not however obliged io externalize these attitudes in the cor- 
responding outward acts, which are elfective meuns of obtaining 
perfection. That is, he is not oblyred to actual observance of per- 
petual evangelical poverty, chastity, and ohedience. But he must 
strive to maintain that spirit of detachment trom the world which 
such observance is Intended te foster. And he must, furthermore, 


# Sat. theol., 1I-dl, 4. 27, a. Gs “Lae dilection: Det non potest accipr moves 
sicut in rt mensurata, ut stt im en aceipere jalas et mums; sed situ iavenitur 
motus U1 mensura, i1 Qua) ice PULESt E852 ENCULSaLLy, seal quanto pl us attiniga- 


tur regula, taute mrelis est.” 
10 On this and the following paraywraph, see the whole of Sum. theol., 


FI-IT, ¢. 27, a 6. 
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be ready for such observance as may, here and new, be necessary 
that he may avid serions sin? 

“St. Thomas’ explanation of the obligation to perfection is a lucid 
exposition of what the ordinary Christian's obligations are im tis 
matter; but fnrthernire lie insists an mian's oeeds to graw an 
charity, to culttvate bts hediness.'® It is lie wery nature of an end 
that has not been periectly attained thar it should draw the persor. 
ota to that perfect possession: by an innerene drive in the case of 
happiness in general, ly a clivine cald to free will in the case ot 
charity. Jf then the Angelic Doctor’s position on the obligation te 
perfect charity has ai times been given a mininv’zing interprezation 
(which would statieize charity und give it the wature of a means 
instead of an end), stele an interpretation does aml ilo justice ty 
his conception of charity ar ioe his metaphysics uf Anaiiy. bur. 
thermore, the burden of fallen hiiman nadure ts sicle that unless 
man makes an effort to progress he will not Jung remiaim in the 
state of grace. There are grave precepts whose fidlliuient hy the 
ordinary Christian may at times demand lofty self-abnegation: 
unless the Christian is schouled in generosity, it is difficuit to see 
how he can then avotd serious sin, Lnless he has accustomed hiin- | 
self to do more than avoid serious sin, unless he has aimed at some 
measure of perfection beyond avoiding grave sin, he will not long 
preserve essential perfection.’ 

— The ttfe of grace and charity is a true Jife and implics the move- 
ment, action, growth which accompany life. The ascetical the- 


ologtans ant, in fact, Holy Scripture itself describe the spirtoial 
travelers on the 


owe eee 


life as a fourneying to God. Men are viateres, 
way, men who have not here a fasting city; ail] it is expected of ! 
them that they will move towards the goal of union with God. | 
We are “pilgrims and strangers on earth” (Heb. 11:13). Iris m 
this sense that St. Peter urges Christians “as pilgrims and strang- 


11 Cf, Cornelius a Lapide, Conunmestary on Mutthew, VY, 48. 

12 The Church's approval of this position of St. Thomas is reflected in the 
encyclical Studiarum Ducem, AAS, XV (1923), 312. 

1S A detafled discussion ui the thealogy af the layman's varafion to sanc- 
tity may be foun in Rey. William RK. O'Connor, Page faryeueniis Call (New 
York: Kenedy, 1942). The renowned Cathoiic olilosopher, Thetrivh van ” 
Hildebramd offered a penetrating study of a similar theme in Austhetive des 


Servufscthos (1931), 
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ers to abstain from carnal desires which war against Use son" 
(f Pet. 2:11). This same theme—ihe weressity of progress- -is 
found it many vf the ductors and fathers of the spiritual life. 

St. Augustine is very foreehil i addvessing the faihiul cu the 
subject of continual progress to perlertion. Stressing the operative 
character of charity, he asserts the impessibility of resiaisniw ate- 
tionary upon the read ta perfection, fshier we advance or we 
retreat. He who has once sat) “eugugh” bus already perished | 
He who wonld return 16 a poaal at pertevtion already prassvel 
regresses 4 ihe spiritual te. 

You acknowledge tliat we are travelers, vet you woulel like to kuew 
in what this traveling consists; [ll answer briefly: “Get an the aitarel” 
—for fear that vou would drift Jazily slong. nat uoderstiuiedmg low 
necessary if is to meve onward You mist abways lie elissstishierd with 
your present achievement if vem want te currive ala further goal, Par 
where you arc coment with sour progres: there vou will halt. Tint af 
you once say: Tt is cundurd at thet point ve have aiready tated. Al- 
ways give more, always keep advancing, aiways on the riarch; don't 
datly on the way, don't tara back. don't turn fram the path. bre whe 
doesn’t advance, stancds stilf; lie whe refuris la a potnt of perfcetion 


already passed, is on the road bick.?* 


St. John Chrysostom corrects those whe would say that onty 
monks need strive for perfection, and he potnrs out to his listener 
that the Sermou ou the Mount ws addressed not only to monks 
but to all who would follow Jesus. The whole human race and 
vot anly wonks are ordered tn enter in by the narrow gate, to held 
their life tu hatred in this world; and all Christ’s great and won- 
derful commandinents were atkdressed 1a a mitversal audience. 

St. Bernard, in an engaging dialogue, exhorts his disciples to 
continual progress in terms that would net have wou hint the title 
of the Melhifluous Doctor: 


Where are those who are savings: we've come fat cnough, we don't 


want to be better thin our fathers? Av gook mouk, you don't want ta 


Make further progress? No, You want to be a failure then? Not at 


all, Well, what then? F want to stay iavst as Foam. Pim content with 
the progress ['ve made. - won't peruut mysclP to slip back. hut Ive 
no great anxiety to go ahead either, In that case you are siniply asking 


14St, Aapeustine, Sermo 26, 6 15, 0, 18: ef. Seria 06, e. 7, 12. 9, 


15 St, John Chrysostom, ddversua opprquatores witae momasttcde. 1, 3.1. 14. 
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for what is impossthle. For what is there on this earth that stuns stl? 
At the point that J cease ta press forward, at chai paint I've beeun to 
fail back. [t's perfectly clear that I've failed sdready. the simment I 
stap looking for progress.+? 


Hernard urges the same truth in another letter even inere pyitt- 
ediy: in the spiritual litle one either moves furward ur backward. 
Progress is absolutely uccessary. 


We have not here a lasttug city. Nor have we vel arrived at the 
goal; we are stil in search of it. You must go mp, thes, or dawn; try 
to stand stiff, ancl you wall certainly come te ruin. Et is by ta cuwans 
certain that thatiman is a good man who cloesn't wane to he better: and 
the monient you are unwillitg to better your state, at that movient vou 
already cease to be poexd.t? 


This dynanic notion of the sprritual life ef che Cluistian ts p1es- 
ent in all the great ascetical teachers; it sounds thiough the Gos- 
pels, the Fathers, the docwments of the Church. Te Chreistiaa is 
always obliged to keep moving towards perfect charity. lle nist 
always keep periect charity in view as an ideal, and develop herand 
the degree of charity he already possesses. The great precept ot 
charity stands, as it were, at the summit of perfection and below 
Ht stand its explicit determinations, the commandments. These 
commandments form, on the negative site, a definite list of “don'ts” 
whose complete neglect will destroy the clomination of the great 
precept over the soul. On the postive side. the conunandiments 
point aut the indispensable nicans of preserving the great precepl. 
The flower mits are fixed by what we call turtat suit Yo have 
escaped those lower limits and gained safely gives no one the right 
to cease from effort. Jf one stops here and ceclares himself satis- 
hed, he wilt net Jouy preserve charity in hts soul. The Christian 

nust always strive to press bevoand the point of perfection reached; 
in fact, to call a halt is alreaciy wu regresston. In this sense it can 
he said that the will to make no frtrtler progress ts already a sir, 
for the Christian has failert fa hts duty to send to perfection. 
There fs a sense in which this obligation io progress is central 
to Christianity, for it niirks a radical departure from other reti- 
gions, plactng Christianity on a level all its aan, givnig to Clicis- 


16St. Bernard, Fp. 254. 
St. Bernard, Ep. Si. 
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Hanity an orientation and a dysanisnt that act tL apart. The tdeal 
of perfection set for the Christian assures nim of an ever present 
stimuhis to foster within hiniseif tae iidefinite development of the 
new life planted in him at Rapisin, This may explain Ue. svlici- 
tude of the saints hefore slight iu:cerfections. a selicitivle marvel. 
ously combined with the erty of the cluidren of Gaud, fo the hig 
of Him who dwells in inaccesstde light, darkness may seem more 
dark. And the closer the Christian saul approaches ta Infinite 
Charity, the more imperious are ale demands uf its wat love. 

What has heen said above represents tie usual way of posing 
the problein of the Christian’s obligation to prerfectiun, Patt there 
is another way of posing the problem that has recently ieceived 
considerable attention. It is skilfully preseniedd ie tie wrikings of 
the French theolngiin, Yves de Mantcheall, whose death im the 
last war cut short a career of great distinction. Ir. Afoncteheail 
distinguishes two classes of Christians, as diel Augusttne.'* “Phe 
first class coniprises those to whom Christianity appetrs privierily, 
though not exclusively, as a daw, as a “coneracr™” with God prenius- 
ing a reward for faithful obedience and a great reward for ardent 
obedience, J'or this class, the description of the obligation to per- 
fection set forth above will be of great help. But there is a second 
class of Christians also, and it is in treating of them that Fr. 
Montcheuil complements the classical approach with valuable 
insights. 

The second class visuahzes its relations to God more exclusively 
i) personal terms, were in terms of their personal love ot Gre. 
On this plane the notion of “obligation” is euveloperl in the notion 
of striving for a complete self-danation. Obligation does not have 
the same force between two persons whose love ts muectial; neither 
considers the ather precisely under the aspect of obligatian.!' One 
is indeed! ontologially stilt “ohbiyect" to abev, but jor the jover 
there is no strict obligation to tove; his jove wishes to realize itself 
totally, grieves that it is still imperfecr, and tends to perferiion 
from its awn weight, He sees that tere are faults gravely and 
less gravely opposed to that love, hut the perspective has changer, 
for the lover ne longer compares the faulis to the recompense of 


WYyes de Monichenil, Sfefanoes théleaigues (Paris: Aubier, 1944}, p- 
358: Problémes de vic spirituetic (Paris: Editions de UEpé, 1948), pp. 74 fF. 
9 Probléwmes de wre spirttnctiec, p. 7S. 
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which they would deprive him or which they would icssen, tn 
ody to that love to which they are opposed. 

Ju such @ perspective the quesion as io whether what one dovs 
is of supereragation is situply not raised: for this poten uF su 
pererogation has reference to a clearly defined limit, whereas love, 
of its own nature, has an wnmanent tendency to be lniniless, The 
norm for frcgment of what is supererogaiury is semewnut roreign 
tw this plane of love and finds its full mtethgihilicy rather im a cur 
ccption where there js a contract to be fulfilled, a recoripense te 
he gained if the minigun obligatory ts observed. “Phe personal re- 
lation! of love, in thus second type of Christiaat, has rot heen super- 
added exirinsically ro his other relations wath Cred, bast bats miter: 
penetrated them, establishing a new ner uf evaluation fer ins 
acts, a new way of judging them. 

Hor this second type of Christian, the obligation to tend ts per 
fection, which remains dynamic, will not be suppressed | che mou- 
rating force of the divine reward will net be rendered weaker, but 
both will he operative through his preoceupying effort tr love mere 
completely, His obligation in perfection will be visualize hy a 
Cliristian of this class rather as a fidelity to that love with which 
God has enriched hina, 

Fr. Montchetiil seenis to have contributed certain mnsighis to 
the traditional speculations on the subject of the Christian's obliga- 
Hen to perfection that will be of consdling value 10 many Chiristians. 
In no wise does he deny the validity of the traditianat approach or 
its conclusions, but rather he gives us a pictsre that ciobodies all 
of the frei of previons thenght on the subject while opening rlew 
avenues for further spectlation. The distinction of the two classes 
which Ir, Moutcheuil made could perhaps be a unifying force in 
reconcding different approaches to the problem. 

Rosert W. Grrason, §.]. 
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THE PARISH CREDIT UNION IN THE FEDERAL 
CREDIT UNION SYSTEM 


The credit union, the amudern descenciuiu of the medtuevel 
mont de pidfé, ts a society otganizet among a clelimife greup ot 
people and which operates uncer either a tederai ar a state charter 
for the purpose of provichng its members with facilities tor saviag 
money and for obtaining Joans for provident aml fer procuactive 
purpeses at reasonable rates of tieerest. Creclit soten charters are 
given only ta groups having a detnite boud of menmbersho; in 
the pariste credit union dhe imenbership base consists uf the 
parishioners of a particular partis. 

The frst credit anaon in North America was a Catholie parish 
credit union. It was founded in (AM by Alphonse Desjardins in 
Levis, Quebec, The first ¢redil miudan in the Uarterdl States was 
a parish credit unton. ‘This was alse fotuidecd by Desjarcdis tn 
1909 in the St. Marie Parish iu Manchester, Nesy blampstitre.! 
As early as 1913 the Central Verein advocated the formation of 
credit unions and during the 1920%3 a pul the promotion af parish 
credit unions on its program of social reform. The Department 
at Social Action of the National Catholic Welfare Conference has 
a committee organized to encourage the establishment of creclit 
uimens an a parish basis.” 

The philosophy of the crectit onions is in the tradition af the 
social teaching of the Catholic Church, Alphonse Desjardins, the 
Canadian pioneer who brought the eresht union to North America, 
was knighted by the Pope for his work tn organizing these credit 
societies. One quotanon from Desjardins will give a glimpse at 
the philosophy motivating his efforts: 

A cooperative people's bank ferecdit unr] is not an ordinary Anan- 
ejal concern, secking to enrich its members at the expense Of the 
generai public. Neither is tt a loan esmpauy seeking to make a profit 
at the expense of the unfertunates wha teed Inans, laboring men sut- 
ferine from unemployment, agriculturalists sutferiug from. drought or 


1R. KF, Bergengeren, Credit Cfirfae North cluserica, (Kingsport: Seutheru 
Publishers, 1940), pp. 71-82; 80. 

* Sectal fustice Rewiew, XLCUL, | (April 1950), 22. 

fhe National Catholic Abmanac, [959 (Patersam, N. J: St. Anthensy's 
Guild}. p. 432. 
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